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On March 11, an official of the US Embassy in Panama, Oliver Garza, confirmed that the US State
Department was considering negotiating an annex to the 1977 Torrijos-Carter agreements that
would permit US military forces to remain in the country after the Canal is turned over to Panama
in the year 2000. Garza said President Clinton intends to respect the terms of the treaty, but, for
reasons of "strategic necessity," wishes to keep military forces stationed at an unspecified number of
bases after the scheduled US withdrawal.
In 1979, before it ratified the hotly debated Panama Canal accords, the US Senate added two clauses
to the original draft treaty, which was signed by Panama's former chief executive Gen. Omar
Torrijos and then US president Jimmy Carter. One clause permits the US to send troops to the Canal
area if necessary to keep the waterway open and to insure free transit of vessels. The other allows
for a US military presence beyond 1999, provided both nations formally agree. Although formal talks
between the two nations have apparently not taken place, the future of the canal has been discussed
in the US Congress and the State Department.
On Jan. 4, Rep. Philip Crane (R-IL) introduced a House resolution asking the president to negotiate
a new base-rights agreement to allow "a permanent stationing of United States military forces in
Panama beyond Dec. 31, 1999." The resolution argues that, after that date, the Canal might not be
sufficiently protected from closure, terrorist acts, or other threats because of "a history of unstable
governments" in the region, and because Panama "has no standing army or other defense forces
capable of defending the Panama Canal." On March 9, Department of Defense official Frederick
Smith said that the Clinton administration is considering just such a move. Smith outlined four
objectives for renting the bases, all having to do with maintaining an extensive US influence in Latin
America: to direct US military forces stationed in the region; to support anti-narcotics operations; to
serve as military training sites; and to give humanitarian and civic assistance.
Of the 14 major US military installations in Panama, interest is apparently centered on three. Rep.
Robert Torricelli (D-NJ) has described Howard Air Force Base as "irreplaceable," and has named
Fort Sherman and the Rodman Naval Base as two other likely objects for renegotiation. In addition
to the US interest in negotiating a continued military presence, the scheduled pullout has generated
concern among Panamanians whose livelihood depends on US military operations in the Canal
area. In 1991, Panamanian employees at the US bases called for a plebiscite on whether the military
should pull out after 1999 (see Central America Update, 03/06/91). However, not all Panamanians
favor the US staying beyond 2000, and Garza's announcement provoked considerable political
comment in Panama.
Critics of possible renegotiation tend to concentrate more on the perceived injury to Panamanian
sovereignty rather than to reject outright a continued US use of the bases. According to the Foreign
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Ministry's spokesman, Juan Stagg, "Neither the President nor the foreign minister have any kind
of interest in renegotiating the bases in Panama." Nevertheless, some opposition forces insist that,
while on a trip to Washington in February, Foreign Minister Gabriel Lewis took the opportunity to
initiate base-rights negotiations. Former president Guillermo Endara (1990-1994) not only alleged
that the initiative to open negotiations came from President Ernesto Perez Balladares, but charged
that the president has "handed over" his administration to the United States.
During his own presidency, Endara had firmly opposed any renegotiation of the treaty. Like Endara,
Gabriel Arosemena of the Partido Democrata Cristiano (PDC) suggested the Perez Balladares
government was "on its knees begging" for renegotiation, and he revived the 1991 proposal to
put the issue before the people in a national referendum. Nevertheless, the results of a recent poll
predict the outcome of such a vote would be favorable for renegotiation; it showed that 80% of
Panamanians favor the US military remaining in the Canal area after 1999. [Sources: Congressional
Index (Washington), 01/04/95; Notimex, 03/09/95, 03/12/95; Agence France-Presse, 03/10-13/95]
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